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Biblical mythology as a possible programme for a musical work 
never attracted Tchaikovsky's interest. Epistolary heritage also does 
not give the reason to suppose that the Bible was the composer's 
favourite book. Nevertheless, these superficially obvious facts do not 
settle the question about Tchaikovsky and the Bible. 
The Bible, together with ancient mythology, forms one of the 
basic conceptual paradigms of European culture. Its major semantic 
and psychological constants, such as the linear perception of time as 
a stream flowing from its source (the Creation) towards the end (the 
Judgement Day), the fear of Death, the responsibility for deeds (ethi-
cal principles), and finally, treating anguish and torments of the indi-
vidual as a spiritual feat, are characteristics of practically all the 
works belonging to the European literature tradition. In particular, 
these constants may be perceived as peculiar cultural and artistic 
archetypes in Tchaikovsky's work. 
Tchaikovsky sharply perceived the evolution of his life from the 
beginning to the end. "My God, how short life is!", the composer 
wrote in a letter, "how many things shall I do before I feel that it is 
time to stop! How many plans I have! When I am completely 
healthy, as, for example, at the present moment, I am possessed with 
feverish longing for work, and the thought about the shortness of 
human life deadly influences my energy"1. A record similar to this 
utterance Tchaikovsky made in his diary: "How short life is! How 
many things should I like to do, to think over, to express! You 
postpone it, imagining that so much time is ahead, but death is 
already beginning to waylay behind your back"2. 
The beginning and the end of human life were important aesthetic 
topics for Tchaikovsky. It is characteristic, that the image of child-
hood in the creative heritage of the composer appears to be con-
                                                     
1  Pëtr Il'i ajkovskij, Perepiska s N. F. fon-Mekk [Correspondence with N. 
F.von Meck], ed. by V. A. Ždanov and N. T. Žegina, vol. 3 Moscow-Leningrad 
1934-1936, p. 431 (letter from Maidanovo, August 4, 1886). 
2  Dnevniki P. I. ajkovskogo [Tchaikovsky's Diaries], Moscow-Petrograd 1923, 
p. 213 (record of September 21, 1887). 
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nected with the most tragic works. Thus, The Children's Album and 
the Sixth Symphony are both devoted to Vladimir Davydov. The 
tragedy of the characters of The Queen of Spades begins with the 
children's play in the garden. 
Because of the feeling of shortness of life questions of Christian 
ethics became important for Tchaikovsky. One of the facts in the 
composer's life confirming this thought attracts particular attention: 
Tchaikovsky's relations with his friend Nikolaj Kondrat'ev3. Two 
times this relations became rather stressful for the composer. In 
autumn 1877 Kondrat'ev refused to visit Tchaikovsky on his request, 
when the composer was seriously ill. Ten years later, in summer 
1887, Tchaikovsky came to Aachen to morally support the death-
sick Kondrat'ev in his last days. It was during that decade - from 
1877 to 1887 - that the composer created all his spiritual works. It 
was the time when Tchaikovsky thought about existential questions, 
up to creating his own creed. Thus, in 1877 the composer writes: "I 
have forgotten that there are plenty of people who managed to create 
for themselves an harmonic set of ideas that replaced religion for 
them. It remains for me only to envy those people. It seems to me 
that all my life I am doomed to doubt and to look for a way out of 
contradictions"4. And in 1887 the composer makes a record in his 
diary: "I have been thinking much about God, life and death all this 
time, and especially in Aachen the fatal questions - what for, how, 
why? - often occupied me and anxiously flashed before me. It is the 
religion of mine that I would like to word in detail some time, if only 
to clarify for myself once and forever my beliefs and that border 
where they arise after the speculation. However, life with its vanities 
flies by, and I don't know if I shall have time to express that Credo 
that has been worked out by me lately. It has been worked out very 
clearly, but nevertheless, I do not use it for my praying practice yet. I 
am praying still as before, as I was taught to pray. However, God 
                                                     
3  Nikolaj Dmitrievi Kondrat'ev (183? - 1887), landowner and marshal of the 
nobility in Sumskoj uezd Char'kovskoj gubernii [Sumy uyezd of Kharkov gu-
berniya] (province). He has been acquainted with Tchaikovsky since 1864. 
Tchaikovsky devoted to him the piano piece Reverie du soir op. 19. 
4  Pëtr Il'i ajkovskij, Perepiska s N. F. fon-Mekk, vol. 1, p. 111 (letter from 
Venice, December 5-17, 1877). 
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hardly needs to know how and why people pray. God does not need 
prayer. But we need it"5. Ironically, Kondrat'ev's words: "Pray, my 
friend, pray. God will help you to get out of this situation"6, that had 
offended Tchaikovsky so much in 1877, appeared to be prophetic. 
However, it was not Kondrat'ev who played a significant role in 
the making of Tchaikovsky's Credo. The composer asked the ques-
tions of religiosity on his own accord, irrespective of outer circum-
stances. 
Tchaikovsky liked Orthodox service. It gave him strong 
emotional experience. "My attitude to church completely differs 
from yours," Tchaikovsky wrote to Nadežda von Meck. "For me it 
still keeps plenty of poetic charm. I attend mass very often; in my 
opinion, the Liturgy of John Chrysostom is one of the greatest 
artistic works. Being attentive at our Orthodox service and going 
carefully into the sense of every ceremony, you are certainly touched 
by the spirit. I also love all night vigil. To go on Saturday to an old 
small church, to stand in twilight filled with incense smoke, to dip 
into yourself and to search inside yourself for the answer to eternal 
questions: what for, when, where to, why?, awaking from muse 
when the choir begins to sing "From my youth many passions 
possess me", and to give yourself up to the influence of the 
fascinating poetry of this psalm, to be filled with some quiet 
admiration, when holy doors open and it is heard "Praise God from 
Heaven!", - oh, I like all that enormously, it is one of my greatest 
delights!"7 In another letter the composer writes: "This week I have 
attended many church services and experienced great artistic delight. 
The Orthodox service acts upon the soul amazingly, if it is arranged, 
for example, like here in the Church of the Saviour!"8 
In the composer's mind the Orthodox service was closely linked 
to the idea of a celebration and the "correct", imitation-worthy life of 
ordinary people. Tchaikovsky loved the celebration of the Resurrec-
                                                     
5  Dnevniki P. I. ajkovskogo, p. 213 (record of September 21, 1887). 
6  Pëtr Il'i ajkovskij, Perepiska s N. F. fon-Mekk, vol. 1, p. 113-114 (letter from 
Venice, December 5-17, 1877). 
7  Ibid, vol. 1, p. 91 (letter from Vienna, November 23 - December 5, 1877). 
8  Ibid, vol. 3, p. 270 (letter from the way from Moscow to Kamenka, April 7, 
1884). 
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tion. In one of his letters he complains: "For the first time in my life 
I have to spend Passion Week and celebrate Easter outside Russia. It 
is a considerable privation for me; from my early years I used to love 
this festival especially, and now I feel envy while thinking of those 
who celebrate it in Russia"9. 
In Tchaikovsky's consciousness the emotional perception of 
religious service as a feast and the admiration of ordinary people's 
ability to believe came into conflict with rational understanding. He 
wrote: "I am turning round like a vane between the traditional 
religion and arguments of reason"10. [...] "That is the tragedy of a 
person inclined to scepticism [...] having broken links with 
traditional beliefs and searching for something to replace the 
religion, he rushes in vain from one philosophical theory to another, 
hoping to find in it for the fight with life the invincible power, which 
the believers are armed with. For all you say, to believe, I mean to 
believe not because of routine or lack of abilities to reason, but to 
believe consciously, having reconciled all the misunderstandings and 
contradictions inspired by the critical process of mind - that is the 
greatest happiness"11. 
The reason for the conflict between the composer's mind and his 
emotions was the fact that Tchaikovsky could not accept the 
Christian idea of immortality. "So, on the one hand, I am still closely 
connected to the church, on the other hand, I, just as you, have long 
since lost belief in dogmas", Tchaikovsky writes to N. von Meck, 
"the dogma of retribution especially seems to me enormously unjust 
and unreasonable. I, just as you, came to the conviction that if there 
exists future life, it may be only in the sense of eternity of matter and 
also in the pantheistic sense of eternity of nature in which I am a 
microscopic phenomenon. In a word, I can not understand personal 
immortality"12. 
                                                     
9  Ibid, vol. 3, p. 172 (letter from Paris, April 16, 1883). 
10  Pëtr Il'i ajkovskij, Perepiska s N. F. fon-Mekk, vol. 1, p. 111 (letter from 
Venice, December 5-17, 1877). 
11  Ibid, vol.1, p. 88 (letter from Vienna, November 21 - December 3, 1877). 
12  Ibid, vol. 1, p. 91 (letter from Vienna, November 23 - December 5, 1877). 
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In one of his letters, trying to define what music is, Tchaikovsky 
called it a revelation13, a knowledge obtained from on high. 
Tchaikovsky repeatedly compared his own fate with the carrying of 
the cross. "I don't know if I wrote to you in my last letter", 
Tchaikovsky addresses to N. von Meck, "that I intended to hide 
away somewhere for a few days to breath freely, to collect my 
thoughts, and to arm myself with patience for my future sufferings! 
Yes, exactly sufferings! You know, I was created to work in quiet 
solitude, but not for public exhibition of my person. But there's 
nothing to be done, I shall try to carry the cross, that I have loaded 
on myself of my own free will, until the end"14. In another letter the 
composer wrote: "In past times I devoted myself to creative work as 
simply and naturally, as the fish swims in the water and the bird flies 
in the sky. Now it is different. Now I am like a man carrying 
valuable but heavy load, which you must, at all costs, carry to the 
end. And I will carry it to the end, but I am often afraid that my 
strength is already broken, and I'll have to stop against my will"15. 
It is important that Tchaikovsky, with all his sympathy to other 
people's life, perceived spectators taking part in his "crucifixion". 
"Just like you," he wrote to N. von Meck, "I ardently wish to live in 
constant estrangement from the crowd, but the circumstances of my 
life in recent years turned out to be different against my will. I live 
completely not in the way I would like to. The fact is that I believe 
it's my duty, as long as I have the strength, to fight with my fate, and 
not to withdraw from people, but to act in the public eye as long as 
they want it"16. 
However, Tchaikovsky did not come to "ego-theism", which was 
characteristic of the aesthetics of, for example, Aleksandr Skrjabin 
or the poet Igor' Severjanin. For Tchaikovsky, not only he himself, 
but also other outstanding persons were the bearers of revelations or 
even missionaries from on high. This is confirmed by his opinion 
about Leo Tolstoy, Beethoven and Mozart: 
                                                     
13  Ibid, vol. 1, p. 112 (letter from Venice, December 5-17, 1877). "It [music] is not 
a deception, it is a revelation". 
14  Ibid, vol. 3, p. 510 (letter from Lübeck, December 30, 1887 - January 11, 1888). 
15  Ibid, vol. 3, p. 102 (letter from Kamenka, September 14, 1882). 
16  Ibid, vol. 3, p. 586 (letter from Moscow, October 12, 1889). 
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"While reading autobiographies of our prominent people or remi-
niscences about them, you permanently encounter feelings, impres-
sions, and generally, artistic sensitivity that you have experienced 
yourself more than once and that is completely understandable. 
However, there is one of them, who is incomprehensible, 
unattainable, and lonesome in his inscrutable greatness. It is Lev 
Tolstoj. I am often [...] angry with him inside and almost hate him 
[...] Why did this man become addicted to teaching, to the mania of 
preaching and clearing our darkened and narrow minds? 
Formerly, his depiction of what would seem simple and dull 
scenes would often create an indelible impression. Between the lines 
you could read some higher love for man, higher compassion for his 
impotence, finiteness, and nothingness. You would often cry, no one 
knows why. Because for a moment you have touched, through his 
mediation, the ideal world of absolute goodness and humanity. Now 
he comments the texts; claims exclusive monopoly in understanding 
questions of belief and ethics (perhaps); but all his present writings 
bring the feeling of cold; you sense fear and hazily feel that he is just 
a human being too, that is, a creature that in the sphere of questions 
about our mission, sense of being, about God and religion is as 
madly self-sufficient, as, at the same time, paltry, like an ephemeral 
insect that appears at warm July noon and by the evening already 
finishes its existence. The former Tolstoy was a demigod, the 
present Tolstoy is a priest. And you see, the priests are teachers by a 
self-imposed role, but not by vocation"17. 
However, not only Tolstoy was called a demigod. Tchaikovsky 
wrote in his diary: "I shall begin with Beethoven, whom it is usual to 
extol indisputably, and it is enjoined to worship him as a god. Thus, 
what is Beethoven for me? I admire a greatness in some of his works 
- but I do not love Beethoven. My attitude to him reminds me what I 
felt in my childhood about the Lord of Sabaoth. I felt (and by now 
my feelings have not changed) amazement, and at the same time, fear 
towards Him. He created Heaven and Earth, and He created me also, 
and yet, although I cringe before Him, there is no love. Christ, on the 
contrary, arouses just and only feeling of love. Although he was 
                                                     
17 Dnevniki P. I. ajkovskogo, p. 209-210 (record of June 29, 1886). 
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God, at the same time he was a man. He suffered like we. We feel 
sorry for him, we love in him his ideal human features. And when 
Beethoven takes a place in my heart similar to the Lord of Sabaoth, 
then I love Mozart as Christ of music. By the way, you know, he 
lived almost as long as Christ"18. 
The remark about the coincidence of Mozart's age with the age of 
Christ accentuates that for Tchaikovsky the nature of the death of 
prominent people was important. Thus, he was struck by the scene of 
Jeanne d'Arc's execution, as if it was not burning but crucifixion. 
Beginning his work on the opera, Tchaikovsky expressed the wish 
"to get a whole small library concerning only Jeanne d'Arc"19. The 
composer strove for the closest possible historic authenticity of his 
work. At the same time he wrote: "And in the meanwhile, I have 
taken directly from [Vasilij] Žukovskij [Schiller's drama was 
translated by Žukovskij] a scene that anyhow must be in my work, 
even if I had not found it from Mermet. It is the scene where the 
king, archbishops and knights recognize Jeanne as a missionary from 
on high"20. 
"Imagine, my dear friend," Tchaikovsky wrote to N. von Meck, 
"that my heroine, that is Jeanne d'Arc, is to blame for my yesterday's 
abnormally excited condition and bad night. At last, in the evening I 
began reading your book [Henri-Alexandre Wallon, Jeanne d'Arc, 
Paris, 1876.], and having reached Jeanne's last days, her sufferings 
and execution that was preceded by abjuration, when her strength 
was out and she admitted that she was a witch, I felt such a pity and 
pain for all the mankind in her person, that it made me feel 
completely destroyed"21. 
                                                     
18  Ibid, p. 212 (record of September 20, 1886). 
19  Pëtr Il'i ajkovskij, Perepiska s N. F. fon-Mekk, vol. 1, p. 543 (letter from 
Florence, December 6-18, 1878). 
20  Ibid. 
21  Ibid, vol. 1, p. 539-540 (letter from Florence, December 10, 1878).- It was not 
only empathy that Tchaikovsky felt towards his heroine. With the example of 
Jeanne's biography, the composer once more sharply felt the contradiction 
between the greatness of deeds by a talented person and the fatality. The reason 
came to a conflict with Jeanne's intuitive perception of history and again made 
Tchaikovsky turn his mind to the impossibility of personal immortality even in 
the case of sincere belief. Tchaikovsky wrote about Wallon's book: "Instead of 
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As a whole, material from letters and diaries gives us the reason 
to conclude that the collision of "artist and mob", common to 
romanticism, in Tchaikovsky's image of the world has acquired the 
nature of passions. It is known, that Tchaikovsky, notwithstanding 
his dislike for being before the public, has been working on 
Rubinstein's oratorio Babel with a choir of seven hundred singers. 
Also, the facts connected to N. von Meck's proposal to compose an 
oratorio on Michelangelo's picture "The Last Judgement" have not 
been sufficiently clarified yet. These facts provide the evidence that 
the topic of "Tchaikovsky and the Bible" is not exhausted yet. 
                                                                                                                
trying to explain all the greatness of the fact, the heroine of which is a girl of 
nineteen, in a natural way, Mr. Wallon endeavours to prove that Jeanne really 
spoke to Archangel Michael and other hosts of heaven every day, and that she 
spoke and acted under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Why then did such a 
powerful protection not take her off the claws of the Inquisition? Nothing like 
that happened, and Mr. Wallon does not give any explanation, why for all her 
great deeds Archangel Michael and the others sent down to her prison and fire as 
a reward." (Ibid). 
